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RECENT INCREASB IN KILLING OF GIANT TORTOISES
ON ISABELA ISLAND
By: Linda J. Cayot and Ed Lewis
INTRODUCTION
Several populations of giant tortoises (Geoche-
lone elephantopus) on Isabela Island are once again
endangered, this time due to poaching by local inhab-
itants. During 1994,theIevel of killing has increased
alarmingly and may cause irreparable damage.
The distribution of the five subspecies of giant
tortoises on Isabela is determined by the five large
volcanoes and the natural barriers among them (Fig.
1 ). Each of the three maj or northern volcanoes has its
own subspecies, while the distribution of the two
southern Isabela subspecies, G. e. vicina and G. e.
guntheri, is not clear. Various authors differ on the
classification and distribution of these tortoises (Van
Denburgh, l9l4; MacFarland et al., 1914; Fritts,
19S4). Nevertheless, a study of morphology indi-
cates that the only site in which tortoises of the
subspecies guntheri remain is Cinco Cerros (Fritts,
1984). The absence of G. e. guntheri in other areas
increases the importance of this population and its
vulnerability to extinction.
The populations in greatest danger due to poach-
ing are those of Caztela, Cerro Paloma, and Roca
Unión on Volc án S ierra Ne gra ; Cinco C erros on Cerro
Ãzul and Piedras Blancas and Puerto Bravo on Vol-
cán V/olf (Fig. 1 ). Although the other populations are
considered in good condition, they are at risk due to
problems with introduced animals.
In general, the populations on the volcanoes Wolf,
Darwin, Alcedo, and Cerro Azul have greater num-
bers of individuals and are in better condition than the
populations on Sierra Negra. Historically, a consid-
erable tortoise population, possibly the largest in the
Archipelago, lived on the southern slopes of Sierra
Negra. Over-exploitation during the last two centu-
ries has nearly exterminated this population, leaving
small groups of tortoises only in Cerro Paloma and
CazueIa. The population of Cerro Paloma, currently
estimated at fewer than 25 tortoises, is the smallest in
the Archipelago (aside from Pinta Island represented
by only oneknownindividual). The next smallest is
the population of Cazuela, which had large numbers
as recently as 15 years ago, before poaching decimat-
ed it and left mostly juveniles.
Although various populations on Isabela have
suffered from poaching for many years, the recent
increase in tortoise killings severely threatens their
survival. Stronger action must be taken immediately
to ensure thatthesepopulations of tortoises, the sym-
bol of Galápagos, do not disappear.
TORTOISE KILLING
Illegal killing of tortoises has occurred in some
populations of tortoises on Isabela since the estab-
lishment of the Galápagos National Park in 1959.
The data presented in this report are the result of a
review of field-trip reports of personnel of the G alárya-
gos National Park Service (GNPS) and the Charles
Darwin Research Station (CDRS), as well as those of
visiting scientists, containedinCDRS files (Table 1).
Between l9l0-79, only three tortoises were reported
killed on Isabela; these were on Volcán Alcedo and
were considered to havebeen slaughtered in the 1 960s.
Between 1980 and 1994, tortoises killed by hu-
mans were reported in Cazuela, Cerro Paloma, and
Roca Unión on Sierra Negra; Cinco Cerros on Cerro
Azul, andPiedras Blancas andPuerto Bravo onVolcán
Wolf (Table 2). In September 1994, a tortoise was
found killed by humans at Caleta Iguana, approxi-
mately ll2hour walk from the coast (K. Mills, pers.
comm.). In addition, a tour guide reported a tortoise
killed in 1994 at Urbina Bay on Volcán Darwin (this
information is not presented in the table, as there is no
written report). There are no reports of slaughtered
tortoises during this same period in Las Tablas, Los
Gavilanes, Los Crateres, and Cabo Rosa on Cemo
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Figure 1. Distribution of the five subspecies of giant tortoise (Geochelone elephantopus) on Isabela Island.
Azul ; Volcán Alcedo ; and Volcán Darwin (except the
report from Urbina Bay). However, no recent trip
has been made to Cabo Rosa; given its location be-
tween Cinco Cerros and Roca Unión, it is imperative
to undertake a search there as soon as possible.
Poaching of tortoises has increased significantly
within the last year (Table 3). Of all tortoises killed
by humans on Isabela since 1980, 40.lVo were found
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Table 1. List of reports of tortoise poaching (VS = Visiting Scientist). * = no report, only a few field notes.
Authors
Cartagena P.
Cartagena P.
Cartagena P.
Cartagena P.
Cartagena P.
Cocha J.
Cocha J.
Cocha J.
Garcia'W., P. Cartagena
Garcia'W., P. Cartagena
GilL., F.Yepez, P. Cartagena
Gordillo J.
Llerena F.
Louis E.
Márquez C.
IÙ;4,á',rqruLezC.
N4ârqluez C.
Márquez C., P. Cartagena
Morillo G.
Morillo G., E. Muñoz
MosqueraA., J. Gil
Mosquera 4., M. Mendoza,
A. Jaime
Naranjo, S.
Fritts, T. , C. I|vIárqaez, S. Naranjo
Park Wardens
Pinargote J., P. Cartagena
Serrano H., A. Toro, J. Miranda
Snell H.
Tupiza A.
TupizaA., M. Mendoza, J. Gil
Yepez F., F. Franco
ZunigaT.
ZunigaT.
ZanigaT.
Date
1988 (Dec)
1992 (March)
1992 (Iuty)
1992 (Nov)
1993 (May)
1980 (Sept)
1981 (Dec)
1984 (Nov)
1985 (Oct)
1986 (June)
1988 (March)
1994 (June)
1994 (Aus)
1994 (July/Aug)
1986 (April)
1994 (April/May)
1994 (Aug)
1985 (June)
1991 (Sept)
1991 (April/May)
1994 (June)
1994 (Iuty)
1989 (Nov)
1986 (Aug)
1980 (Oct)
1985 (Nov/Dec)
1986
1988 (July)
t994 (Aus)
1994 (April)
1994 (June/July)
1982 (Jan)
1991 (July)
1994 (Feb)
Location of
Poaching
Cazaela
Caztela
Roca Unión
Roca Unión
Cinco Cerros
Cazuela
Cazuela
Cazuela
Roca Unión
Cazuela
Cazuela
Cazaela
Piedras Blancas, Pto. Bravo
Cerro Paloma, Roca Unión,
Cinco Cerros, Pto. Bravo,
Piedras Blancas
Piedras Blancas, Pto. Bravo
Cerro Paloma, Roca Unión
Cinco Cerros
Cerro Paloma
Cazuela
Roca Unión
Caztela
Roca Unión
Caztela
Piedras Blancas, Pto. Bravo
Piedras Blancas
Roca Unión
Piedras Blancas, Pto. Bravo
Cerro Paloma
Cinco Cerros
Cazuela
Cazuela
Piedras Blancas
Pto. Bravo
Caztela
Type of
Report
GNPS
GNPS
GNPS
GNPS
GNPS
GNPS
GNPS
GNPS
GNPS
GNPS
GNPS
CDRS
GNPS
VS
CDRS
CDRS
CDRS
CDRS/GNPS
CDRS
CDRS
GNPS
GNPS
GNPS
CDRS/GNPS
GNPS*
GNPS
GNPS
VS
CDRS
GNPS
GNPS
GNPS
GNPS
GNPS
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in the first eight months of 1994. The threat is even
more obvious if the data from Volcán Wolf are ex-
cluded. There the greatest exploitation of tortoises
was reported in 1980 and was probably by non-local
fishermen. On southern Isabela alone, of all tortoises
recorded as killed by humans during the last 15 years
(135), 54.4Vo (73) were found between January and
August of this year.
The population of Canrcla (southeastern Sierra
Negra) has suffered the greatest amount of poaching
during the last 15 years. Where previously a good
reproductive population was found, currently only
juveniles and very few adults remain. Of the 56
tortoises of this population transferred recently to the
Breeding Center in Puerto Villamil, 1 5 are adults (three
males and 12 females) and 4I are juveniles or sub-
adults. The reproductive group, therefore, is of the
same size and sex ratio as that of the Española Island
tortoises when they were brought into the breeding
program.
The population of Cerro Paloma was seriously
diminished by humans many years ago. In 1984,
only 10 individuals were found .In1994,10 tortoises
(four males, one female, and five juveniles) were
transferred from Cerro Paloma to the Breeding Cen-
ter. At least five more adult males exist in the wild.
The lack of adult females is alarming.
The impact of poaching is probably lowest on the
Roca Unión population. However, killing of tortois-
es in this population is relatively recent and may
increase as a result of the diminution of tortoises in
other zones, principally in Cazuela. In addition, the
tortoises live close to the coast, which makes them
more vulnerable.
Poaching of tortoises in Cinco Cerros is the most
alarming of all, due to the presence there of the last
individuals of the guntheritype,the majority of which
are old adults. Tortoise poaching has been recorded
in this zone only since 1993. The killing of more
adults could result in the extinction of the guntheri
subspecies.
There are additional reasons for concern over the
survival of the Volcán Wolf tortoises. These popula-
tions are rarely visited by scientists or Park personnel.
Table 2. Numbers of field trips to the different tortoise areas on Isabela Island during 1970 to 1979 (first row), 1980 to 1989 (second
row)andl990toAugustl994(thirdrow),basedonreportsinCDRSfiles. Totalnumbersoftripsfortherespectivegroupsofyears
are 95,158 and 44. L'| = Las Tablas, LG = Los Gavilanes, LC = Los Crateres, CC = Cinco Cerros, CR = Cabo Rosa, RU = Roca
Unión, CP = Cerro Paloma, C=Caztela,VA = Volcán Alcedo, VD = Volcán Darwin, PiB = Piedras Blancas, PUB = Puerto Bravo.
LT LG LC CC CR RU CP C VA VD PiB PUB
1970 - t919
230
1980 - 198926s
1990 - 1994
21
Total
51
11
l1
1001023
30
0
11
T4
2028
596 943 29 4l 22 13 72
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Table3. Numberof tortoiseskilledbyhumansonlsabelalslandbetween 1980andAugust 1994. Dataarebasedonreportsin CDRS
files which are believed to contain the majority of existing reports. nr = no reports.* = considered killed by fishermen from the
continent or foreigners. xx = includes tortoises killed some years ago, probably many from 1980. xx+ = includes duplicated data(see1980and1986). C=CazteIa,CP=CerroPaloma,RU=RocaUnión,CC=CincoCerros,PiB=PiedrasBlancas,PuB=Puerto
Bravo.
YEAR
1980
1981
1982
1983
1984
1985
1986
7987
1988
1 989
r990
r997
7992
1993
r994
Total
C
1
2
0
0
2
2
1
0
10
4
nr
15
6
0
44
8l
CP RU
0
0
0
0
0
aJ
nr
nr
0
0
0
1
9
0
18
31
CC
0
0
0
0
0
0
nr
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
11
t2
PiB PuB
278 nr
00
10
nr nr
00
nrff
21*x 5
NI NI
nr nf
nr nr
nr nr
nr5
nr nr
nr nr
35
52*** 15
TOTAL
28
2
1
0
2
7
2J**
0
13
4
0
27
15
1
81
202***
ff
ff
m
nr
NI
2
nr
0
aJ
nr
NT
ff
nr
nr
0
5
There are field trip reports from only six of the last 15
years for both Piedras Blancas and Puerto Bravo.
Nevertheless, killing of tortoises was recorded in four
of the six years at Piedras Blancas and three of the six
(the three most recent) at Puerto Bravo (Table 3).
Both populations migrate toward the coast, where
fishermen make illegal camps. The tortoise nesting
zones are nearby, and there is immineft danger of
losing the majority of the females during the nesting
seasons. Finally, these populations, together with
those of Volcán Darwin, are the least studied in the
Archipelago. VolcánWolf has two morphotypes
(saddleback and domed), and the relationship be-
tween them is not known. Continued killing of
tortoises on Volcán Wolf could result in the loss of a
subspecies or two before they are even known.
RECOMMENDATIONS AND
MANAGEMENT ACTIONS
Maintain captive reproductive groups of the popu-
I ations of Cazluela, Cerro Pal om a, an d Ci n c o Cerros
(guntheri type), ensuring as far as possible that
examples of thesepopulations existboth inthe wild
and in captivity. The Breeding and Rearing Center
for tortoises of Isabela, planned for Puerto Villamil
since the fire of 1985, was finally finished in1994.
Cunently, it holds tortoises from Cazuela and Cer-
ro Paloma. Additional comals will need to be built
to house tortoises from Cinco Cerros. Once the
incubation systems are in operation, various exper-
iments will need to be carried out to determine
optimum conditions for domed tortoises.
1)
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2) Immediately conduct a study of the status of the
population of Cinco Certos, prior to its inclusion
in the Captive Breeding Program. Various pro-
posals have been written to look for funds for this
study, however the funding and personnel are not
yet available.
3) Undertake a trip to the area of Cabo Rosa as soon
as possible, to search for signs oftortoise poach-
ing.
4) Improve the patrolling systems in all the indicated
zones. Following the discovery of over 30 tortois-
es killed in Cazuela in February of this year, the
GNPS intensified its patrol in that area. Further
efforts mustbe directed atthe other sites, especial-
ly Cinco Cerros and the two sites on Volcán Wolf.
5) Take effective legal action against poachers. Al-
though upon the firstreport of slaughtered tortoises
in Cazuela in February the GNPS initiated legal
actions, a lack of informers in Isabela inhibits their
success.
6) Strengthen existing laws and impose harsher
sanctions. INEFAN (the parent institution of
the GNPS) is currently developing a project to
reform the Law of Forestry and the Conservation
of Natural Areas and Wildlife, which includes a
strengthening of sanctions.
7) Drastically intensify the efforts of Environmental
Education on Isabela; captive breeding cannot be
effective if the young tortoises are repatriated to
sites where poaching still occurs. There has been
some increase in the amount of environmental
education in Isabela; this must be intensified tre-
mendously and strategically to effect changes in
behavior on a broad scale.
8) Undertake, as soon as possible, an intensive study
(for at least two years) of the tortoises of Volcán
Wolf, including natural history, seasonal distribu-
tion, interrelationships between the two morphotypes,
current status, and an evaluation of the threats. Pro-
posals for funding are being developed; as of yet, the
funding and personnel are not available.
9) Maintain more and higher levels of CDRS and
GNPS personnel in Puerto Villamil, Isabela. In
1994, the GNPS has increased its personnel in
Isabela. Soon to arrive are two upper level staff,
the Head of the Technical Office of Isabela and an
Official of Protection.
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